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January 8, 2007
NC Legislative NEWS

New Laws: More than 30 new laws passed during the 2006 legislative session went into effect Monday. The minimum wage in North Carolina is now $6.15 an hour, up from the previous $5.15 an hour. Meanwhile, the state's biggest wage earners, those who make $100,000 or more, will see their personal income tax rate drop from 8.25 to 8 percent. Businesses with fewer than 25 employees that offer health insurance to employees will get a tax break of $250 per employee. Another new law makes it easier for third-party candidates to stay on the ballot. If their candidate for governor or president gets 2 percent of the vote in 2008, they won't have to gather signatures to get on the 2012 ballot. The threshold had been 10 percent. 

Talking Speaker: The jockeying for House speaker continued Wednesday, with Rep. Jim Crawford, D-Granville, holding a luncheon where he pitched his qualifications while other potential candidates lined up support.  At least some of those attending --including Rep. Bill Faison, D-Orange, and Rep. Linda Coleman, D-Wake -- have committed to vote for candidates other than Crawford. Around the Legislative Building, though, lobbyists and legislators discussed the speaker race, the potential candidates and how much support each had. According to numbers being bandied about by various observers, former House Speaker Dan Blue has as many as 22 commitments for votes. Other candidates -- Crawford; House Majority Leader Joe Hackney, D-Orange; Rep. Drew Saunders, D-Mecklenburg; Rep. Mickey Michaux, D-Durham; and Rep. Joe Tolson, D-Edgecombe-- were believed to enjoy the support of from four to 13 Democratic House colleagues. One list being circulated showed as many as 15 House Democratic caucus members undecided. The House Democratic caucus is scheduled to meet Jan. 10 to elect its speaker nominee. 
Campaign NEWS
Considering Running: Rep. Bill Daughtridge, R-Nash, says he is considering a run for state treasurer. Daughtridge, who starts his third House term this month, said he has been talking to business leaders and political advisers about a possible campaign for treasurer. Daughtridge, who is president of an oil and gas distribution company that also operates convenience stores, said he’s interested in the treasurer’s job because it matches his business and education background and his legislative interests in economic development and state fiscal policy. 

Stephens Reappointed: Gov. Mike Easley has reappointed Linda Stephens, who lost her Court of Appeals seat to Donna Stroud in the November election, to the court to fill a seat vacated by Robin Hudson. Stephens was initially appointed by Easley to fill another vacancy in January 2006. She now fills the seat of Hudson, who was sworn in to the state Supreme Court on Thursday. Hudson was elected to the high court in November. "Linda has done an excellent job on the Court of Appeals for the past year and she should continue in that role," Easley said in a written statement. Stephens had worked at a Raleigh law firm for 21 years before her original judicial appointment. Her seat will be up for election in November 2008. The winner will serve a full eight-year term. Stroud defeated Stephens by about 3,500 votes. 

Primary Positioning: Despite being two years before Gov. Mike Easley's final term as the state's leader ends, the race to replace him appears to be well under way. Both Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue and state Treasurer Richard Moore have left little doubt that they are interested in the Democratic nomination for governor in 2008. In recent weeks, Perdue and Moore have traded elbows over who first pushed for various environmental initiatives and for tax breaks for the working poor. Both are already raising money, but neither has officially announced candidacy. Many expect a Perdue-Moore race to be tough and expensive. The winner will face one of several Republicans, including state Sen. Fred Smith of Clayton and Salisbury lawyer Bill Graham, who are looking to end the 16-year run of Democratic governors in North Carolina. 

Not Challenging Dole: Raleigh Mayor Charles Meeker, a Democrat, has announced plans to seek a fourth term, ending speculation that he may attempt to unseat Republican U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole in 2008. It isn't yet clear who might challenge Meeker as he seeks another term as mayor. The election will be held in October. 
Washington NEWS

Edwards Steps In: Former Sen. John Edwards has announced his candidacy for president in 2008, with his campaign beginning a day earlier than planned. The North Carolina Democrat's campaign accidentally went live with his election Web site a day before an announcement that was scheduled to use Hurricane-ravaged New Orleans as a backdrop. Aides quickly shut down the errant Web site but could not contain news of the obvious. During a recent television interview on ABC's "This Week," Edwards voiced support for universal health care, declined to take a position on gay marriage and said Americans must make sacrifices in energy use. 
Business NEWS        
Gas Utilities: The North Carolina Utilities Commission has approved requests by two of the state's natural gas utilities to lower rates in January. PSNC Energy received approval to lower the "purchased gas component" of its residential gas rates by almost 6 percent. For average PSNC residential customers, that should amount to about $8 in savings per month during the winter months. Piedmont Natural Gas is reducing residential rates by about 8 percent, or nearly 11 dollars a month for the average household. The price cuts were approved by state regulators Tuesday and are effective retroactively to Monday. Falling wholesale gas prices, which are being blamed on the mild winter weather, prompted the utilities to reduce their prices. 

Pilgrim's Pride Launches New Foodservice Products:  Pittsburg, Texas-based Pilgrim's Pride Foodservice has introduced Pierce Chicken Filet-Vors, breast fillets available with different seasonings and preparation styles.  Chicken Filet-Vors are seasoned in Mediterranean, Orange, Salsa Mexicana or Spicy Asian flavors. Each flavor was selected by Pilgrim's Pride through its FlavorQuest consumer-testing process, and each variety is available in raw-marinated, par-fried or fully cooked fillets.   Operators can choose from any of the 12 combinations to find the exact flavor and preparation style that best meets their needs.

Economic Forecast: The North Carolina economy will get off to a slow start in 2007, but still should outpace the rest of the nation, economists announced Tuesday during the N.C. Bankers Association annual forecasting forum in Research Triangle Park. Harry M. Davis, chief economist for the association, said the state's economic growth should be about 2.7 percent this year, compared to 3.1 percent last year. The nation's economy is expected to grow by 2.6 percent,Davis was one of the members of a panel who said the state will add 71,000 jobs and the unemployment rate will be about 5 percent, but the state will continue to lose manufacturing jobs. The strongest economic sectors will be health services, financial, construction and hospitality.
Commodity NEWS        
Pesticide Fines: North Carolina has lost a key ruling in its case against Ag-Mart, the tomato grower it had sought to fine a record $184,500. The company is accused of exposing employees to toxic pesticides, but administrative law judge Beryl Wade has ruled that most of the 369 pesticide violations the company faces are invalid. Wade’s ruling is a recommendation. Final authority rests with the state Pesticide Board.  Last summer, the Pesticide Board asked the Office of Administrative Hearings for a recommendation on the complex case. In last month's ruling, Wade said more than 275 violations -- virtually all of those cited as endangering employees -- were based on misinterpreted documents provided to state pesticide investigators and should be dismissed. State agriculture officials say that they will continue to pursue the case and that they will ask the Pesticide Board to ignore the judge’s recommendation. 

U.S. Beef, Pork Exports Surge in 2006:  Although the U.S. beef industry continues to struggle with key Asian markets, overall exports last year were buoyed by brisk business in both Mexico and Canada, according to figures by the U.S. Meat Export Federation.   USMEF data for the first 10 months of 2006 show that beef exports increased 44 percent from 2005 by volume and 58 percent by value, with Canada and Mexico logging 136 and 62 percent increases in U.S. beef consumption, respectively. Since both countries place fewer restrictions on U.S. beef, particularly bone-in product, they offer greater market access.  Meantime, U.S. pork exports were poised for a record year in 2006, though gains weren't necessarily at the expense of U.S. beef in regions where beef import rules have grown increasingly restrictive. There has been some substitution of pork for beef in South Korea, but not as much as is generally perceived. To satisfy beef demand, Korea has been importing from Australia rather than the United States.   USMEF data indicate that total U.S. pork exports for January through October, the latest figures available, amounted to 1,026 metric tons valued at nearly $2.316 billion. Projections indicate that total sales for 2006 will reach 1,225 million tons. Total pork exports for calendar 2005 totaled 1,158 tons. 
Antibiotic Use in Poultry Hurts Bottom Line:  A new study conducted by researchers at Johns Hopkins University contends that using antibiotics in poultry for growth-promoting purposes actually reduces the net value of each broiler carcass.   According to the study's results, growth-promoting antibiotics decrease the value of each carcass by almost one cent.  The research, which appears in this month's issue of the journal Public Health Reports, claims to be the first economic analysis of the practice in poultry production. The Johns Hopkins researchers used data previously published by Perdue Farms, which looked at 7 million broilers produced by the No. 4 processor.   However, a National Chicken Council spokesman said that the study's results lacked significance because industry use of growth-promoting antibiotics has declined in recent years, and the primary use of antibiotics is for animal health.   Jay Graham, one of the authors of the study, said that his research showed that the companies that do not use growth-promoting antibiotics only represent 38 percent of American poultry production. Graham also highlighted international implications of the study. 
Cattle Engineered to Lack BSE-Causing Proteins:  An international team of researchers from the United States and Japan has genetically engineered several cattle to be free from prions, the proteins associated with bovine spongiform encephalopathy. The findings, published in the online journal Nature Biotechnology, are leading to speculation that it may be possible to make animals immune to the disease. In a post-mortem study, research results showed that after scientists "knocked out" the gene responsible for making prions, animals did not succumb to BSE when exposed to the bad prions associated with the disease. However, it may be a few years before other animals in the study demonstrate similar immunity to BSE. 


People in the NEWS

Appointments: Gov. Mike Easley announced the following appointment:  Lou Ballew, Kings Mountain, to the North Carolina Landscape Contractors' Registration Board. Ballew works in sales and public relations at Oakland Plantation. She has been reappointed.
USDA News

USDA Proposes Expanded Import Of Live Canadian Cattle, Beef Products:  In a proposal sure to cause controversy, USDA's Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service has released its Proposed Rule concerning importation of cattle and beef products from minimal risk regions, of which, to date, Canada is the only example.  At a press conference Thursday, Dr. John Clifford, USDA's chief veterinarian, said that once comments have been received and possible changes made, the agency intends to clear for import from Canada all cattle born on or after March 1, 1999 and boneless or bone-in beef and beef products from cattle of any age, as well as blood and blood products and some parts of the intestine. Canadian authorities will be responsible for certifying the age of cattle up for export, and those animals will have to bear a permanent brand or tattoo indicating their country of origin, as well as ear tags identifying them as Canadian.  Public comment for the rule ends March 12. After that, USDA will have analyze and respond to comments, then return the Proposed Rule to OMB for final approval. At some point, Congress is likely to review it as well. Many new members of Congress come from farm states populated with cattle producers opposed to imports of live cattle from Canada.
Mark Your Calendar

The Department of Environment and Natural Resources will hold a public hearing. on rules the North Carolina Resources Commission intends to adopt and amend, on Monday, Jan. 8 at 7 p.m - Bladen Community College Auditorium, 7418 NC Highway 41W, Dublin;   Wednesday, Jan. 10 at 7 p.m - Graham Courthouse, 212 W. Elm St., Graham.; on Thursday, Jan. 11 at 7 p.m - South Stanly High School, 40488 South Stanly School Rd., Norwood. Contact: David Cobb, 707-0050.

The Joint Legislative Commission on Land & Water Conservation will hold a public Hearing on Monday, Jan. 8 at 7 p.m., Pitt Community College, Leslie Building, Room 143,1986 Pitt Tech Rd., Winterville; Wednesday, Jan. 10 at 7 p.m., Guilford Co. Technical College, Auditorium, 601 High Point Rd., Jamestown.
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